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I. INTRODUCTION  

THE HISTORIC PRESERVATION ZONING OVERLAY  

 

Please also see MHZC Hand Book. 

 

Neighborhoods in more than two thousand towns in the United States use historic 

zoning as a tool to protect their unique architectural characters. There are 

quantifiable reasons for historic zoning: it gives neighborhoods greater control over 

development; it can stabilize property values; it decreases the risk of investing in 

oneõs house; it promotes heritage tourism; it protects viable urban housing stock; it 

preserves natural resources by conserving building materials. And there are less 

quantifiable, but equally important, reasons for conservation zoning -- it protects 

our past for future generations, it nurtures a sense of community, and it provides a 

sense of place.  

 

Historic zoning overlays are locally designated and administered by the 

Metropolitan Historic Zoning Commission (MHZC), an agency of the Metropolitan 

Government of Nashville and Davidson County.  Historic zoning overlays are 

applied in addition to the base or land-use zoning of an area.  Historic zoning overlays 

do not impact use. 

 

Like the National Register of Historic Places, neighborhood conservation zoning 

honors an areaõs historical significance.  With that recognition, certain exterior work 

on buildingsñnew construction, additions, demolition, and relocationñis reviewed 

to ensure that the neighborhoodõs special character is preserved. 

 

There are three types of historic zoning overlays:  historic preservation, 

neighborhood conservation and historic landmarks.  In addition to the projects 

reviewed in a neighborhood conservation zoning overlay, historic preservation and 

historic landmark overlays  also  review exterior alterations to existing buildings -- 

like replacing siding or installing a fence.  Overlays with historic preservation or 

historic landmark zoning are not more historically significant than those with 

neighborhood conservation zoning; rather, the MHZC with neighborhood input 

and direction of the Council member determined that this overlay is most 

compatible with the goals of the neighborhood and the MHZC.   
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WHAT IS REVIEWED:  
 
IN A HISTORIC 
LANDMARK OVERLAY  

¶ New construction  (primary 
and secondary structures)  

¶ Additions ð increased 

footprint, height or building envelope 
of an existing structure  

¶ Demolition (in whole or in 
part)  

¶ Relocation of structures  

¶ Construction of appurtenances 
(with the exception of portable 
storage buildings less than 100 
square feet)   

¶ Signage 

¶ Repairs and Alterations to 
existing structures  

¶ Setback Determinations 
 
IN A HISTORIC 
PRESERVATION 
OVERLAY 

¶ New construction  (primary 
and secondary structures)  

¶ Additions ð increased 
footprint, height or building envelope 
of an existing structure  

¶ Demolition (full or in part)  

¶ Relocation of structures  

¶ Construction of appurtenances 
(with the exception of portable 
storage buildings less than 100 
square feet) 

¶ Signage 

¶ Repairs and Alterations to 
existing structures  

¶ Setback Determinations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



WHAT ARE THE DESIGN GUIDELINES?  

 

The Metropolitan Historic Zoning Commission (MHZC) is the architectural review 

board that reviews applications for work on properties within historic zoning 

overlay districts.  Its nine members, appointed by the mayor, include representatives 

from zoning districts, the Metropolitan Planning Commission, the Metropolitan 

Historical Commission, architect(s) and others.  Design review is administered 

according to a set of design guidelines.  The guidelines are criteria and standards, 

developed jointly by the MHZC and the residents of the neighborhood, which are 

used in determining the architectural compatibility of proposed projects.  The 

guidelines provide direction for project applicants and ensure that the decisions of 

the MHZC are not arbitrary or based on anyone's personal taste. 

 

The guidelines protect the neighborhood from new construction or additions not in 

character with the neighborhood and from the loss of architecturally or historically 

important buildings. 

 

By state and local legislation, design guidelines for historic overlays must be in 

accordance with the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for the Treatment of Historic 

Propertiesñcriteria developed by the National Park Service and used by private and 

public preservation organizations throughout the country. (Please see I.B.) 
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IN A NEIGHBORHOOD  
CONSERVATION OVERLAY 
(NCZO)  
(also B&B Homestays) 
 

¶ New construction  (primary 
and secondary structures)  

¶ Additions ð increased footprint, 
height or building envelope of an 
existing structure  

¶ Demolition (in whole or in part)  

¶ Relocation  of structures  

¶ Setback Determinations 
 
 

WHAT IS NOT REVIEWED 
IN HISTORIC 
PRESERVATION 
OVERLAYS 
 

¶ Temporary banners/signage 

¶ Temporary construction trailers 

¶ Painting of wood 



I. INTRODUCTION  

PURPOSE OF THE DESIGN GUIDELINES  
 
Within the zoning ordinance, òhistoric zoningó is used as the general term for 
Nashvilleõs three types of zoning overlay districts applicable to historic properties: 
historic preservation, neighborhood conservation, and historic landmark.   The 
references to historic zoning in the ordinance and design guidelines are to be 
understood as neighborhood conservation zoning overlay, or simply conservation 
zoning.  
 
A. Design guidelines are criteria and standards which the Metropolitan Historic 

Zoning Commission must consider in determining the appropriateness of 
proposed work within a neighborhood conservation zoning district. 
Appropriateness of work must be determined in order to accomplish the goals of 
historic and neighborhood conservation zoning, as outlined in Article IX 
(Historic Zoning Regulations), Metropolitan Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance:  

 
1. To preserve and protect the historical and/or architectural value of buildings 

or other structures;  
 
2. To regulate exterior design, arrangement, texture, and materials proposed to 

be used within the historic district to ensure compatibility;  
 
3. To create an aesthetic appearance which complements the historic buildings 

or other structures;  
 
4. To foster civic beauty;  
 
5. To strengthen the local economy; and  
 
6. To promote the use of historic districts for the education, pleasure, and 

welfare of the present and future citizens of Nashville and Davidson County.  
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B. By state law, all design guidelines for neighborhood conservation zoning overlays must comply 
with the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Treatment of Historic 
Properties: 

C.  
1. A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use that requires minimal 

change to its distinctive materials, features, spaces and spatial relationships. 
 

2.  The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The removal of distinctive 

materials or alteration of features, spaces and spatial relationships that characterize a property 

will be avoided. 
 

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place and use. Changes that 

create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural features or elements 

from other historic properties, will not be undertaken. 
 

4. Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own right will be retained 

and preserved. 
 

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes and construction techniques or examples of 

craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved. 
 

6.  Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of 

deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the old in 

design, color, texture and, where possible, materials. Replacement of missing features will be 

substantiated by documentary and physical evidence. 
 

7.  Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the gentlest means 

possible. Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will not be used. 
 

8.  Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such resources must be 

disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken. 
 

9. New additions, exterior alterations or related new construction will not destroy historic 

materials, features and spatial relationships that characterize the property. The new work will 

be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with the historic materials, features, size, 

scale and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property and its environment. 
 

10.  New additions and adjacent or related new construction will be undertaken in such a 

manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic property 

and its environment would be unimpaired. 

I. INTRODUCTION  
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The full set of Secretary of Interior 

Standards may be found online at 

www.cr.nps.gov/hps/tps/

standguide/ 



I. INTRODUCTION  

 

A SHORT HISTORY OF EDGEFIELD  

 

Much of the area we call Edgefield today is located on land that was originally part of a land grant made by the 

State of North Carolina to James Shaw in return for his services in the Revolutionary War.  In 1818, 640 of those 

acres were acquired and given as a Christmas gift to Dr. John Shelby by his father, David.  John Shelby is said to 

have been the first child of European descent born (in 1786) in Sumner County, Tennessee.  After receiving a 

medical education at the University of Pennsylvania, Shelby served as a U.S. Army surgeon under Andrew Jackson.  

Two large houses were constructed by Shelby on his acreage; one house was called Fatherland, the other, 

Boscobel.  Neither building still stands. 

 

Another early resident of the area was Neil S. Brown, governor of Tennessee from 1846 to 1850.  Brownõs home, 

Idlewild, was built in the 1860s (demolished 1936).  Inspired by a view from his estate of distant fields encircled by 

forest, the governor is credited originating the name Edgefield. 

 

Prompted by the construction, in 1853, of a suspension bridge over the Cumberland River (where the Woodland 

Street Bridge is now located), Dr. Shelby subdivided most of his land holdings into residential lots and 

development began on the East Bank in earnest.  The 1854 Nashville City Directory identifies Edgefield as one of 

two Nashville suburbs.  In 1857 a railroad bridge was constructed across the river facilitating even greater access to 

the new bedroom community.  The Civil War slowed development.  In fact, the Federal Army was encamped in 

Edgefield when Nashville was surrendered to Union forces in 1862. 

 

Edgefield was incorporated as an independent municipality in 1868.  The census of the following year identifies 

3,457 residents, 675 homes, and seven churches in the new city.  Modern Italianate and Eastlake style homes were 

built throughout the neighborhood -- from middle class frame cottages to veritable mansions of brick owned by 

rich young merchants.  By 1872, the Nashville and Edgefield Street Railroad Company offered mule car service 

between the two cities and in 1881, the Fatherland Street Railroad Company further improved service.  Although 

Nashvilleõs city limits were expanded in 1880 to include Edgefield, the suburb maintained a distinct identity.  

Separated by the river from the soot, saloons, and brothels of the city, Edgefield nurtured a quality of genteel, 

suburban refinement.   

 

By 1916, eastward expansion (including East End and Lockeland Springs) and electric streetcars rolling across the 

Woodland Street and Shelby Street bridges firmly rooted East Nashville as a vigorous quarter of the city.  In that 

year a devastating fire swept through Edgefield, destroying nearly 648 homes and taking one life.  Although 

reconstruction was slowed by World War I, new houses in modern bungalow styles were ultimately built on the 
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former sites of Queen Annes and Italianates. 

 

By the time Edgefield had fully developed, Nashville, like the rest of the country, had undergone a transformation.  

The rise in the use of automobiles had made streetcars, so critical to early suburban development, obsolete.  By 

1940, all streetcar service in Nashville was discontinued.  The popularity of the auto made areas further from 

Nashvilleõs core more desirable for residential development.  Edgefield experienced a gradual shift from 

fashionable suburb to working class urban neighborhood.  Numerous single family houses were divided into 

apartments.  Urban Renewal, the ill-conceived nation-wide attempt to save Americaõs urban spaces with Post-War 

suburban planning concepts, came to Nashville in 1959 and with it, demolition of block after block of fine old 

homes in Edgefield.   

 

But in the early 1970s, the increasingly mainstream historic preservation movement and the need for affordable 

housing prompted the rediscovery of Edgefield by urban pioneers.  Attracted by the exuberance of its 

architecture, new property owners, and some long-time residents, began to rehabilitate homes to their former 

integrity.  In 1976, the Metropolitan Historical Commission and Historic Edgefield, Inc., the newly established 

neighborhood organization, planned Edgefieldõs first home tour -- a notion that has since become an annual 

fixture in most of the cityõs historic neighborhoods.  In 1977, Edgefield became the first residential district in 

Nashville to be listed in the National Register of Historic Places.  Edgefieldõs intact collection of buildings 

illustrate the continuum of residential architectural styles from the 1860 to about 1930.  Houses of Italianate, 

Eastlake, Queen Anne, Classical Revival and Bungalow styles serve as an encyclopedia of Nashvilleõs architectural 

history during the period. 

To protect its historic resources, improve property values, and to create a stable climate for investment, Edgefield 

residents prompted the Metropolitan Council to designated the neighborhood as Nashvilleõs first historic zoning 

district in May of 1978.  Today, while real threats to the neighborhood still exist, it is increasingly difficult to find 

an old Edgefield house in need of rehabilitation; and the neighborhood has witnessed the construction of 

compatible new houses on most vacant lots. 

 

A neighborhoodõs historical and architectural significance is determined by the sum of its parts -- each window 

that is repaired rather than replaced, each front porch that retains it original features, each sidewalk or fence.  In 

Edgefield, the sum of those parts convey the character and feel of Nashvilleõs earliest suburb -- important for the 

people who lived here, the events that occurred here, and for the homes that still line its streets. 
 

T H E  N A T I O N A L  R E G I S T E R  D I S T R I C T  
 

The Edgefield Historic Zoning District and the Edgefield National Register District are two separate entities with 

different boundaries. 
 

I. INTRODUCTION  
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A SHORT HISTORY, continued 

The National Register of Historic Places is a federal program administered by the Department of the Interior.  

Listing in the National Register has no impact on what you can or cannot do to your property.  The only 

exception is when federal funds are used, in which case, the federal agency must take into account impacts of their 

proposed undertakings on historic resources.  Most road widening projects, for example, use federal funds.  Also 

housing rehabilitation loans from the Metropolitan Development and Housing Agency typically use federal 

Housing and Urban Development monies.  Otherwise, listing in the National Register alone is purely honorary -- 

a way to recognize the district as an intact and important part of Nashville's, and thus America's, history. 
 

T H E  H I S T O R I C  Z O N I N G  D I S T R I C T  
 

The Edgefield National Register District is enveloped by the larger Edgefield Historic Zoning District.  Historic 

zoning districts are locally designated and administered by the Metropolitan Government of Nashville and 

Davidson County -- specifically, the Metropolitan Historic Zoning Commission (MHZC).  Historic zoning is an 

overlay zoning, applying in addition to the base or land use zoning of an area.   
 

The process of acquiring historic zoning was initiated by residents of the Ridley-Benton Neighborhood 

Association.  After several years of work and extensive input by residents (82% of owner occupants within the 

district signed petitions supporting the designation), the Metropolitan Council adopted a zoning ordinance 

establishing the Edgefield Historic Zoning District in 1978.    Like the National Register (listed in 1977), historic 

zoning honors an area's historical significance, but with that recognition, exterior work on buildings is reviewed to 

ensure that the neighborhood's integrity is preserved.   
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BOUNDARIES OF OVERLA Y  



II. A. ALTERATIONS & REPAIRS  

Italicized sections of the guidelines contain interpretive information that is meant to make the 

guidelines easier to understand; they are not part of the guidelines themselves.  Illustrations are 

intended only to provide example buildings and circumstances.  It is important to remember that 

every building is different and what may be appropriate for one building or site may not be 

appropriate for another. 

 

PRINCIPLES  

 

1. These guidelines shall apply only to the exteriors of buildings and to areas of 

lots visible from public rights-of-way.  

 

New free-standing buildings less than 100 square feet in area and that do not have a 

foundation and are located at the rear of a property, are not required to comply with the 

design guidelines.   
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Craftsman 

Turn of the Century 

Queen Anne Cottage 

Italianate 

Image to the right shows the area in which 
new construction would not require a 
Preservation Permit.  All construction 
outside of the area will be reviewed. 
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 2. Proposals for exterior work to be done on public facades -- front- and street-

related elevations -- shall be more carefully reviewed than that to be done on 

other facades.  

 

Specifically for corner lots, because they are visible from a public street, a secondary elevation and 
outbuilding is reviewed similarly to a primary elevation.    

 

3. The original character-defining features of a building, structure, or site and its 

environment should not be removed or destroyed.  Distinctive materials, 

II. A. ALTERATIONS & REPAIRS  



architectural features and examples of skilled craftsmanship shall be treated 

with sensitivity.   

 

4. Deteriorated original architectural features should be repaired rather than 

replaced.   

5. In the event that replacement of architectural features is necessary, the new 

feature should match the composition, design, material color, texture, 

material and all other visual qualities of the original feature. Replacement 

features should be substantiated by historical, physical, or pictorial evidence, 

rather than on conjectural design or the availability of salvage or new 

architectural elements.   

 

6.   Every building, structure, and site shall be recognized as a product of its own 

time.  Alterations that have not historical basis and w which seek to create an 

earlier appearance are not appropriate. 

 

This principle precludes the "theme park effect."  Fake old buildings are not appropriate.  New 

buildings inspired by historic styles, but identifiable as new construction, can be appropriate. 

 

It is important to note the variety of historic architectural styles and house types represented in 

Edgefield.  Although roofs, windows, doors, porches, and other elements, may be common to 

all, each house possesses particular details and features that distinguishes it from others.  The 

unique character of each historic building should be preserved in order to maintain the 

integrity of the district as a whole. 

 

7. Changes which have taken place over the course of time are evidence of the 

history and development of a building, structure, or site and its environment.  

If the changes have acquired significance in their own right, they should be 

retained. 

 

For example, as tastes changed in the first quarter of the twentieth century, Victorian Era 

styles were replaced by Colonial Revival and Bungalow styles.  An addition or major remodel 

in a new style to an earlier house can sometimes be as architecturally important as an 

unaltered historic house. 
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